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Responding
to the 2007 Wildfires
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ON MONDAY, OCTOBER 22, 2007, approximately 876 San Diego County Medical Reserve Corps
(MRC) volunteers were activated using the County Alert Services System. Volunteer enrollment at that time included 139
physicians, 527 nurses, 119 pharmacists or pharmacy technicians, six physician assistants, four respiratory therapists, and
other medical and nonmedical volunteers. Volunteers were asked to respond with their potential availability for 72 hours
in case they were needed. At that time, we did not know what the scope of the fire would be or how many requests for
medical assistance we would receive at the County Emergency Medical Services Medical Operations Center (MOC).

Retired Senior 
Volunteer 
BEATRICE AVINA,
photographed at the
Rancho Bernardo
Community Center.
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MORE THAN 300 MRC VOLUNTEERS offered their
assistance throughout the first week. Many volunteers even
called as they were being evacuated to let us know their sta-
tus and intent to be available once they got settled.

Tom Gehring, San Diego County Medical Society
(SDCMS) executive director and CEO, provided assis-
tance by identifying and precredentialing physicians who
could be used by the MRC as needed, which provided a
pool of approximately 30 additional physicians.

Another active partner of the local MRC is the San
Diego Pharmacy Emergency Response Team (RxERT).
S. John Johnson, PharmD, Craig Steinberg, PharmD,
and Michael Sohmer, PharmD, are all local pharmacists
who have been active members of the MRC from the
early days of the unit back in 2002. As Dr. Bruce
Haynes, EMS medical director, notes in his reflections
on this disaster (see page 22), they played an important
role in providing pharmaceutical support at many of the
shelters. Their leadership was exemplary, as was the ded-
ication of all the pharmacists, technicians, and students.

In total, the MRC deployed 70 volunteers to shelter
locations across the region and contributed more than

700 hours of care at more than 15 locations. The num-
ber of volunteers willing to help exceeded the need for
medical assistance. Fortunately, this was not a mass casu-
alty incident and the requests for medical assistance were
low, despite some media reports. We were fortunate in-
deed that the low deployment of, and low need for, re-
sponding volunteers was the most frequent complaint we
heard during the week.

Many lessons were learned. The following are several
of the main areas that we are directing our attention to as
we continue to develop our MRC and plan for future ac-
tivations.

INTEGRATION WITH MEDICAL MANAGEMENT AT SPONTANEOUS SHEL-

TERS: The unprecedented scope of this evacuation led to
the establishment of numerous spontaneous and unaffil-
iated shelters throughout the county. At one point there
were more than 40 shelters operating. These shelters per-
formed a heroic role in this disaster. Many of them es-
tablished their own medical teams using volunteers.
Towards the end of the first week, MRC began receiving
requests for medical assistance as the initial spontaneous
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volunteers became tired. Many did not know about the
MRC and were happy to accept the additional support.

MANAGEMENT OF SPONTANEOUS MEDICAL VOLUNTEERS: We have
no idea how many of the estimated 50,000 licensed
healthcare professionals in San Diego County volunteered
or attempted to volunteer at shelters. MRC will partici-
pate in local efforts to address the issues associated with
spontaneous volunteers.

PRE-IDENTIFIED MRC RESPONSE TEAMS:

There is a need to develop MRC
teams with additional training
(National Incident Management
System, mass casualty triage tech-
niques, etc.) to assess and estab-
lish medical management of the
sites until stabilized and back-up
support is deployed.

MEDICAL SUPPLIES: It had been pre-
viously assumed that MRC volun-
teers would fall in line with
existing medical resources onsite
and that they would have access to
the supplies of the other respon-
ders. We found that this was not
the case and that MRC volunteers
do need basic medical supplies to triage and aid patients.

ADMINISTRATIVELY, we are looking at improving pro-
cedures for managing the responses from volunteers and
communicating the status of the medical needs in a timely
manner. The Emergency Medical Alert Network (EMAN)
was a great tool for participating members. Approximately
16 alerts were sent during the disaster, which provided key
medical updates and included information on MRC ac-
tivities. A group of volunteers will be identified to provide
staff support for MRC activities during an activation.

WHAT CAN YOU DO? We need more physicians. We need
more respiratory therapists and physician assistants.
We received more than 40 new applications in the
two weeks after the fires, and we will be working with
SDCMS to increase these numbers. When you take
into account that many of the volunteers may be af-
fected themselves, we need a large pool of volunteers
to support any sustained response and extended

shifts.
Participation in MRC is vol-

untary, and deployment is based
on your availability. MRC is
sponsored locally by the County
Health and Human Services
Agency. MRC volunteers are
registered with the California
Disaster Service Program, which
provides volunteers with work-
ers’ compensation if they are in-
jured performing disaster service
work and, in addition, provides
statutory immunity from liabil-
ity. Retroactive registration into
the program is not possible, so
we encourage you to sign up
now. To volunteer with the San
Diego MRC, contact me,
Melissa Dredge, at (619) 285-

6429 or at mrcvolcoord@sdcounty.ca.gov. On a per-
sonal note, I am very proud to be associated with the
amazing professionals who have demonstrated their
commitment to serving San Diego as members of the
MRC. Thank you. 1
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Thank You to the Following MRC Physicians 
Who Volunteered During the 2007 Wildfires

Paul Brenner, MD |  Adam Breslow, MD |  Lawrence Cooper, MD |  Paul Corbett, MD
James Cordell, MD |  Asha Devereaux, MD |  Mike Dougan, MD |  Jeffrey Dysart, MD
Margaret Garahan, MD |  Karen Hanten, MD |  Frederick Howden, MD |  Robert Ilko, MD
Huston Kellogg, MD |   Paul Miller, MD |  Kenneth Morris, MD |   David Oberlin, MD | 
Jeoffrey Smith, MD |  William Sperling, MD |  Donald Weiss, MD |  Heywood Zeidman, MD

Thank you as well to all those physicians who self-deployed!

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Ms. Dredge is the San
Diego County Medical Reserve Corps volunteer co-
ordinator.
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